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Paludanus, alabaster, and the erotic appeal 
of art in Antwerp
Giancarlo Fiorenza
Titian’s fascinating portra it of Jacopo Strada (1567-1568) has proven to be a Detail fig. 3 
touchtone for art historians, offering an absorbing visual docum ent, albeit 
artfully contrived, for inquiry into the fields of collecting and experiencing 
sculpture in  the Renaissance (fig. 1).1 Flow can viewers n o t be swayed by the 
image of a polym ath collector who, w hile gazing out beyond his study as if
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distracted by an  intruder, cradles a m arble sta tuette  of a nude goddess and 
is surrounded by coins, books, letters, and o ther sculptural objects? Titian 
portrays Strada’s hand  over one of the breasts o f the sta tuette  in  a gesture 
th a t serves to hold, cover, and caress the object sim ultaneously, m irroring 
the goddess’s own hand  over her o ther breast. Desire and possession fuel 
one another, as bo th  the represented  object and the portra it as a whole 
w arran t a sensual response.2 Titian invites a paragone w ith  sculpture, 
awaking the senses w ith  his im agery and virtuoso colorito brushwork, 
fu rther am plifying the tactile nature of his art and its vivifying effect.3 
Images of collectors or artists e ither handling or surrounded by sculptural 
objects abound in  six teenth-century Italian painting, w ith  Lorenzo 
Lotto’s Portrait o f  Andrea Odoni (1527) (fig. 2) and Parm igianino’s Portrait 
o f  a collector (c. 1523) (fig. 3) standing as two m ore com pelling examples. 
The vigorous poses and am orous em braces of the represen ted  sculptural 
figures in  these portraits give the im pression th a t collectors valued three-
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dim ensional works of art for the ir apparen t life force. Recent studies 
have also dem onstrated  th a t the images of Natura, Ceres, and Venus are 
n o t m ere com positional ornam ents, b u t validate inquiry into the realm s 
of nature and love as generative and unruly forces governing the hum an  
condition -  theories espoused by Lucretius in  his widely popular De rerum  
natura.4 It follows th a t the collectors in  these Italian Renaissance portraits 
exhibit an obsessive and near idolatrous craving for objects th a t they w ish 
to savor w ith  the ir audiences.
The opposite is true for Renaissance pain ting  in  the N etherlands, w here 
a relative dearth  of corresponding im agery survives -  if it ever existed -  
designating the sensual and frankly erotic appeal th a t small-scale sculpture 
m ust have afforded collectors. Despite the absence of visual testimony, the 
issue of how  N etherlandish  collectors experienced cabinet sculpture is all
the m ore pressing w hen  considering the art of W illem  van den Broecke, alias 
Paludanus (1530-1580), w ho specialized in  the production  of exquisitely 
carved alabaster sculpture, n o t unlike the exam ples -  real or im agined -  
one finds in  the portraits by Titian, Lotto, and Parm igianino.5 So coveted by 
collectors were his alabasters th a t in  1587 Gabriel K altem arckt com m ended 
h im  as a requisite artist to be included in  a royal K unstkam m er 1b In addition 
to trea ting  a variety of religious narratives, Paludanus carved statuettes 
depicting m ythological subjects th a t invoke notions of love, beauty, 
and sexual desire. The sculptor refashioned figures from  ancien t m yth 
and poetry -  and even existing ancien t statues -  to invite an  experience 
centered  on the fascination of sensuous surfaces and the longing to touch 
and possess the object.7 As Aleksandra Lipinska has established, alabaster 
had  strong associations w ith  the hum an  body, n o t ju s t the sanctified 
body, b u t the physical and poetic ones as well.8 The appreciation of the 
seductive properties of art and its m aterials as they relate to the female 
body features in  the vernacular lyrics o f H et Bosken (The sm all wood) by 
Jan  van der Noot (c. r539-after 1595), a collection of poetry th a t he m ainly 
com posed in  A ntw erp b u t published only in  r57o/r57r while the author 
was in  exile in  London, from  1567, for religious and political reasons. Het 
Bosken is com posed in  a m eter novel to N etherlandish literature and is 
indeb ted  to the sonnets of Pierre de Ronsard (1524-1585), w ho was highly 
prized for his expressive energies and pictorial d iction in  describing female 
beauty  and the transform ative powers of desire. In one sonnet, Van der 
N oot lovingly describes the body of his beloved, praising her golden hair, 
ebony eyebrows, coral m outh, ivory teeth , and ‘breasts of alabaster’.9 One 
of the m ost captivating images of the alabaster body is found in  canto ro of 
Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando furioso  (1532), w hen  the paladin  Ruggiero flies 
on  his hippogryph and spots the beautiful Angelica about to be devoured 
by a sea m onster. He is im m ediately fascinated by her beauty  and overcome 
w ith  em otion. Angelica, nude (ignuda) and chained to a rock, appears 
as a statue fashioned in  alabaster or lam ben t m arble (Creduto avria che 
fosse sta tua finta/ o d’alabastro o d’altri m arm i illustri).10 Fixing his eyes on 
hers, Ruggiero rem em bers his own beloved Bradam ante, and the sight of 
Angelica’s peril moves him  to tears. Angelica’s poetic body merges w ith  the 
idea of a sculptural one, kindling the m em ory of an absent beloved.
The m otif of the alabaster body -  the beautiful body w ith  m esm erizing 
qualities -  was a com m onplace in  Italian, French, and Flemish lyric verse 
th a t had  im portan t connections w ith  the visual arts. That Paludanus’s 
alabaster sculptures carried a beguiling pow er able to eclipse the ir status 
as com m odities is evidenced, in  part, by the passionate investm ent 
afforded works of art in  the vernacular poetry  of another contemporary, 
Lucas de Heere (1534-1584). As we shall see, De Heere frequently  recasts the 
Pygmalion narrative involving enlivening artifice, creating an expressive 
m ode in  relation  to painting, sculpture, and poetry th a t coincides w ith  the 
em ergence of an ‘affective beholder’ in  A ntwerp.11 The poetry  of De Heere, 
like th a t of Van der Noot, largely im itates the lyrics com posed by Italian 
and French poets, such as Petrarch (1304-1374) and C lém ent M arot (1496- 
r544), and w riters associated w ith  the Pléiade, especially Ronsard. The 
recep tion  and circulation of French poetry in  the N etherlands was profuse
and supplied a m odel of im itation  for num erous vernacular works. Jan  
Cauweel, who published M atthijs de Castelein’s De Const van Rhetoriken 
posthum ously in  G hent in  1555, cham pioned the em bellishm ent, printing, 
and distribution of N etherlandish poetic and rhetorical arts based on the 
exam ple of the Pléiade poets.12 In light o f the scarcity of docum entation  
on Paludanus’s secular alabasters, the writings of his contem poraries 
provide the m ost salient context to in te rp re t his art, suggesting ways in 
w hich audiences could in teract w ith  his sculptures and channel am orous 
yearnings characteristic of Renaissance vernacular lyric. The appeal to 
poetics in  the p resen t study underscores the confluence of eloquence 
betw een the verbal and visual arts, likening the vivid, ornam ental, and 
seductive natu re  of Flem ish and French vernacular verse to N etherlandish 
art in  the ir respective ability to enthrall audiences and instill a longing to 
possess beauty.13
Paludanus, who cam e from  a family of artists w orking in  bo th  sculpture 
and painting, originated from  M echelen b u t was prim arily active in 
Antwerp, the two m ain  centers for the production  of alabaster sculpture 
in  the sixteenth century.14 In 1557 he was adm itted  as a free m aster in  the 
Antwerp guild of St. Luke, under the nam e ‘Gilliaeme van den Broecke 
beeltsnider, alias Paludanus1. As Titia de H aseth M oller and Frits Scholten 
observe, his use of the Latinized Paludanus in  the register and as a 
signature in  some of his subsequent works distinguishes h im  from  other 
artists w orking in  alabaster around the sam e tim e and is a clear indication 
of his ‘hum anist am bitions?5 Indeed, he was praised by such literary 
contem poraries as Lodovico Guicciardini, Giorgio Vasari, and Pieter van 
Opmeer. W hile Paludanus produced small-scale alabasters m ainly for local 
Antwerp clients, he also w orked in  m arble and m ade bo th  small- and large- 
scale works for export to such cities as Augsburg, Schwerin, and Lübeck. 
Notably, the artist enjoyed the patronage of illustrious in ternational 
clients as well, including Fernando Alvarez de Toledo, the th ird  Duke of 
Alba (1507-1582), who served as governing Captain-G eneral of the Spanish 
N etherlands and was sta tioned  in  the Low Countries from  1567 to 1573. 
Alba com m issioned various works from  Paludanus, some destined for 
export to Spain. The house Paludanus bu ilt in  1567 on the Korte V aartstraat 
in  Antwerp was nam ed  De Liefde, and he decorated it w ith  imagery 
related to the them e of love, including a relief depicting A dam  and Eve 
jo in ing  hands in  the G arden of Eden.16 It has been  suggested th a t the nam e 
im plies an association w ith  the Huis der Liefde (Family of Love), a mystic 
religious sect preaching religious tolerance.17 Given th a t the civic m otto of 
Antwerp was Fides et amor, however, the appellation  of Paludanus^ hom e 
m ore readily speaks to the sculptoFs cultivation of love and friendship 
w ith in  the artistic com m unity of Antwerp and beyond.18 For example, 
A nthonius M or (c. 1517-1577), court pain ter for King Philip II o f Spain, 
nam ed  Paludanus one of the executors of his will, and in  such a role the 
sculptor received from  the pain ter ‘certain  books in  w hich he had m ade 
notes?9 MoPs bibliographic bequest to Paludanus can be seen as a token 
of a bond of affection and erudition  betw een the two artists; it also carried 
the obligation for Paludanus to be a guardian for MoPs daughter after the 
paintePs death .20 Because Paludanus developed in ternational relations
w ith  friends and patrons alike, it follows th a t his sculpture had a broad 
appeal in  term s of how  he im itated  and updated  m yth  and antiquity.
Paludanus’s Aphrodite drying herself (c. 1560) (figs. 4, 5), a recently 
attributed  work, is a suprem e example of the artist’s revision of antiquity 
into a m odern, collectible object.21 Carved from alabaster, it m easures 
34 centim eters high and is based on an antique statue th a t was in Rome, 
of A phrodite binding her sandal.22 A lthough his trip is undocum ented, 
Paludanus likely visited Italy together w ith  his brother, the pain ter Hendrick 
van den Broecke (c. 1530-1597), som etim e before 1557. W hether or not 
Paludanus had the opportunity  to study his antique m odel directly, his 
alabaster is far from a straightforward replica, even beyond its dram atically 
reduced scale and precious material. The artist altered or invented the
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position of the arm s to suit his subject’s action. He also incorporated a 
stand, vase, and dolphin to accentuate the tw isting figure of Aphrodite, 
aligning her body to the elegant forms found in  nature and ornam ental 
obj ects.23 Designed to be adm ired in  the round, and in a m aterial th a t is more 
delicate and supple to the touch than  m arble, the Aphrodite was m ean t to 
be handled  as part of the overall enjoym ent of the work. Paludanus exploits 
the aesthetic value of the alabaster, allowing its milky color and translucent 
qualities to sim ulate the supple body and skin of the goddess. To a certain 
extent, Paludanus’s invention relates to the efforts of Pier Jacopo Alari 
Bonacolsi (c. 1460-1528), the Italian sculptor know n as Antico, celebrated 
for his num erous small-scale bronzes, frequently gilded, based on ancient 
statues. In a letter to Isabella d’Este from April 1519, Antico judges his m odern
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creations to be m ore beautiful than  ancient works.24 W hether alabaster or 
bronze, such statuettes supplant the achievem ents of ancient sculpture and 
cleverly displace the hierarchy betw een origin and im itation.
Images of Venus in  the Renaissance were seen as em bodim ents of love. 
In defining the natu re  of the goddess in  his Genealogie deorum gentilium, 
a best seller in  the sixteenth century, Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375) states 
how  Venus signifies ‘an adornm ent for every th ing’ as well as ‘fornication of 
every kind and w antonness and a m ultitude of coition, the guardianship of 
statues and pictures (m agisteria circa statuas et picturas), the com position 
of w reaths and wearing of garm ents, weavings w ith  gold and silver’.25 
Venus’s m astery over the arts should com e as no surprise, especially in 
the field of sculpture, given th a t she granted life to Pygmalion’s exquisitely 
w rought ivory statue. According to the m yth m ade popular by Ovid’s 
M etamorphoses (10.243-297) and Boccaccio’s Genealogie deorum gentilium  
(2.49), Pygmalion fashioned the statue after his own unrequited  desire, 
engendering a sim ulacrum  so beautiful th a t he fell in  love w ith  his own 
artifice: the ir union even produced a child. In addition, Pliny the Elder 
helped  codify the legend th a t the sculptor Praxiteles so infused the nature 
of love into his m arble sculpture of the Cnidian Venus th a t the sta tue’s 
superior beauty  com pelled a young m an to copulate w ith  it and leave a 
stain.26 Such ancien t concepts reinforced Renaissance theories th a t sexual 
desire drove artistic creation and reception. It follows th a t Paludanus’s 
alabaster placed the collector in  the position  of lover, providing an  object 
th a t supplants natu re  and fulfills one’s sensual longings.
Stylistic com parisons have been  observed betw een the sculpture of 
Paludanus and th a t of his m ore fam ous contem porary G iam bologna (1529- 
1608), who often overshadows the form er’s achievem ents.27 Despite the 
difference in  m edium s, it m ight be m ore instructive to see Paludanus’s 
efforts in  light of Jan Massys’s Venus Cytherea, a spectacular pain ting  dated 
1561 (fig. 6).28 Massys (c. 1509-1575), w ho worked in  A ntw erp and m ost 
likely traveled to France, assim ilated and transform ed the latest artistic 
developm ents (painting and sculpture) at Fontainebleau into a style all 
his own. The French court, so fascinated by the ancien t w orld and keen to 
cultivate an  in ternational com m unity of artists, becam e a m odel for various 
courts in  northern  Europe and the dissem ination of new  aesthetics.29 The 
goddess’s features flirt w ith  the boundaries betw een nature and artifice, 
body and ornam ental object, as Massys jux taposes her alabaster-like 
flesh to the stone vase and fountain  statue on the terrace. W riting in  1565, 
D om enicus Fam psonius (1532-1599) adm onished painters who im itated  
ancien t sculpture so slavishly th a t they m ade the ir figures look like 
statues of wood or stone. Instead, he com m ended T itian’s ability to render 
flesh and blood th rough his variety of colors and im pasto application of 
p igm ent.30 The physicality and m ateriality of works of art, as Koenraad 
Jonckheere has discussed, w ere at the forefront of the image debates in  the 
N etherlands, and Fam psonius, although w riting as a hum anist, employs the 
sam e term inology as the theologians in  advocating for a natural pictorial 
m anner.31 It m ay be th a t Fam psonius had in  m ind the technique of Massys, 
w ho steadfastly em phasizes the lapidary qualities of Venus, as if to render 
her an idol com e to life.
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Massys portrays Venus as a poetic ideal of fem ale loveliness, appealing 
to the convention of the Petrarchan lyric as it was developed in  French 
and N etherlandish verse w ith her alabaster flesh, golden hair, rosy tin ts 
to her facial com plexion, and idealized bodily proportions.32 Using gem ­
like m etaphors to describe the beloved, often m aking com parisons to 
the visual arts, Renaissance lyric poets reify the ir verbal artifice as they 
construct an im aginative idea of love. Ronsard’s collection Les amours de 
Cassandre (1552), for example, frequently employs alabaster as a m etaphor 
for beauty  w hen  describing w om en’s features.33 In his later works Ronsard 
invokes the paragone w ith  sculpture by com paring the description of his 
object of desire w ith  the alluring products of Praxiteles and Phidias.34 For 
his part, Massys, by im agining his portrayal of Venus in  accordance w ith  
the conventions of vernacular lyric, casts the goddess in  the role o f the 
lyric beloved w hereby he appeals to an affective beholder. The dim inutive 
continuous narrative of courtship th a t initiates in  the background and 
culm inates near the foreground terrace connects viewers w ith  the ir own 
m em ory or expectations of am orous engagem ent. Simultaneously, the 
figure of Venus, w ho stares directly out at the viewer and offers flowers, 
binds the heart and im agination.35
Paludanus’s alabaster m atches the poetic and idealized features of 
Massys’s Venus in  b o th  face and body, and he can be seen to transform  the 
ancien t pedigree of the sta tuette  into a lyric object of desire. Furtherm ore, 
he allows the handling of his Venus to recreate the Praxitelean narrative of 
a physical engagem ent w ith  the goddess, n o t unlike Strada’s caress of the 
nude sta tuette  in  Titian’s portrait. Such an im itation  and a refashioning of 
antiquity  exploit the tactile nature of alabaster, w hich w arm s to the touch, 
and would have appealed  to a Renaissance view er’s haptic as well as lyric
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sensibilities.36 Recent studies have shown how  works of art broadened  the 
horizon of one’s affections w ith in  Catholic and Reformist com m unities of 
the sixteenth century.37 Even alabaster works showing religious subjects, 
such as Conrat M eit’s Judith  (c. 1525-1528) (fig. 7),38 or Lot and  his daughters 
(t554) (%• 8),39 produced in  the Southern N etherlands, speak to the 
transgressive pow er of eros, p resenting  m ale protagonists who in  their 
inebriated  states succum b to sexual obsession. W hile such images can be 
seen to exploit the eroticism  of the female nude, they are m ore a m atte r of 
recasting the lustful delirium  of the protagonists for viewers to m editate 
on  and experience by m eans of vivid, physical, and explicit imagery. Art 
intoxicates the senses and m akes one vulnerable.
The sensual and highly poetic nature of Paludanus’s art com es to the 
fore in  his Aphrodite and  Eros (figs. 9, 10), signed and dated  1559, w hich 
carries the Greek inscrip tion  KYÜPIE EROTO$IAO£ (Kypris Erotophilos).40 
M easuring 25 centim eters high, it is carved to be viewed in  the round. 
Paludanus signed the alabaster w ith  his Latinized nam e -  Guilielmus 
Paludanus -  on the back, w here Eros scam pers up a tree stum p in order to 
em brace and kiss Aphrodite, albeit som ew hat awkwardly and hum orously
exposing his backside to the viewer. A phrodite is m ore elegantly com posed, 
seated in  profile yet tu rn ing  ever so slightly to greet her son. Her body 
rests over a cloth th a t she gathers up in  bo th  hands. De H aseth M oller and 
Scholten have advanced the tantalizing hypothesis th a t the w ork m ay have 
served as a w edding gift for the artist’s own m arriage to Sibilla Rusmair, 
w hich occurred som etim e before 1559, and the authors tentatively connect 
it to a seated Venus ‘placed in  a small case’ listed in  the inventory of 
Paludanus’s w idow in 1582.41 Even if Paludanus designed the alabaster to 
com m em orate his wedding, the Greek inscrip tion  espousing the erotic 
nature of A phrodite nevertheless com m unicates the universal forces of 
love: be they generative or unbrid led  and dangerous.42 Like Aphrodite, Eros, 
especially as represented by Praxiteles, was considered the em bodim ent of 
love itself in  antiquity, whose power could reach beyond the confines of 
death.43 These concepts of love -  concepts developed in  relation to works 
of art -  and the irrepressibility of carnal desire also find the ir way onto the 
fram e of Jan  Gossaert’s Venus and  Cupid (1521), possibly m ade for Philip of 
Burgundy, w ith  its ironic inscrip tion  th a t reads: ‘Shameless son, you who 
are inclined to to rm en t m en and gods, you do no t even spare your own 
m other: cease, lest you be destroyed’.44
Paludanus’s Aphrodite and  Eros transcends any fixed narrative m om ent 
and is closely related to a pain ting  -  a collaboration betw een Michelangelo, 
who provided the cartoon, and Pontorm o -  th a t showcases the physical and 
incestuous kiss betw een Venus and Cupid (fig. 11). The pain ting  becam e so 
fam ous in  Europe th a t even Paludanus’s b ro ther Hendrick, who spent m ost 
of his career in  Italy, im itated  it.45 As Giorgio Vasari notes, this painting, 
datable to c. 1532, was originally displayed in  ‘the center of a cham ber’ in  
the hom e of the Florentine Bartolomeo Bettini, together w ith images of 
poets ‘who have sung of love in  Tuscan prose and verse’.46 Benedetto Varchi, 
responding to the visual force of the pain ting’s im agery in  his Due lezzioni 
(1549)» exclaimed th a t in  antiquity  ‘m en fell in  love w ith  m arble statues, as 
happened  to the Venus o f Praxiteles’, while to d a y ‘the very same happens all 
day long in  the Venus designed by M ichelangelo’.47 For Varchi, the pain ting  
com petes w ith  antiquity  in  awakening in  the viewer the em otional and 
physiological effects of lust and the desire for possession. Vernacular 
verse also celebrated the power of the visual arts as an erotic inducem ent. 
Boccaccio’s Amorosa visione (editio princeps 1521) vividly describes a series 
of wall paintings (istorie) illustrating various am orous subjects, one of 
w hich (in canto 19) is a scene of M ars and Venus disclosed by Vulcan.48 
The poet relates how  the surrounding gods gaze in tently  at the naked 
bodies of the couple and, overcome by erotic fascination, em ulate their 
adulterous act. It is n o t irrelevant th a t in  1543, the w riter A nton Francesco 
Doni, addressing a letter to M ichelangelo about his m arble personification 
of Aurora in  the M edici Chapel, declared th a t the sculpture ‘makes you 
leave the m ost beautiful and divine w om an you could ever see, in  order to 
em brace and kiss’ the work.49
Paludanus’s sta tuette  also indulges the viewer. The image of A phrodite 
and Eros kissing further invokes the Pygmalion m yth as described in  Ovid’s 
M e tam o rfo ses , w h ich isrich in its  exchanges betw een the senses, especially 
vision and touch  (notably kissing), and the ir transform ing powers. The
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Rom an poet explains how  the sculptor Pygmalion, on com pleting his ivory 
statue, ‘looks in  adm iration  and is inflam ed w ith  love for this sem blance of 
a form ’.50 Venus answers his prayers and rewards the sculptor’s technique 
by bringing his creation to life, a m iracle th a t is accom plished through 
kiss and touch: ‘Again he kissed her, and w ith  his hands also he touched 
her breast. The ivory grew soft to his touch, and its hardness vanishing, 
gave and yielded beneath  his fingers’.51 The image of the kiss becom es a 
synecdoche for the full sensory experience of the w ork of art -  from  its 
fabrication to its haptic experience.52 The kiss is also one of the greatest 
expressions of desire and consum m ation in  Ronsard’s poetry, an em blem  
of his seductive verse. Poem 192 from  Les amours de Cassandre describes 
the poet’s dream  of a passionate kiss w ith  his lover, w here he receives her 
‘lovely w hite ivory’ (bel ivoire blanc) body and ‘her flickering tongue’ (sa 
langue frétillarde).53 Ronsard and o ther poets of the Pléiade im itated  the 
genre of lascivious kiss poem s (basia) com posed by the D utch-born Neo- 
Latin poet Janus Secundus (1511-1536), who was also a connoisseur of French 
sculpture and a practiced m edalist. Secundus’s Basia (1539; 1541) rem ained 
largely outside of m oral or allegorical concerns and instead flaunted the 
pow er of poetry  in  the ir range from  sensual to lewd and often physically 
aggressive descriptions of kissing. In the sixteenth century, his poetry 
created a tension w ith  a m oralizing system as it cultivated a new  audience 
appreciative of lascivious verse while using hum or to offend the detractors 
o f his literary style.54 The same can be said for the alabaster by Paludanus,
in  w hich the kiss denotes enlivening artifice as m uch  as it rivals poetry in  its 
sensual and sexual charm . It is no coincidence th a t Paludanus was closely 
associated w ith the star Antwerp pain ter Frans Floris (1519/1520-1570), who 
also prom oted erotic im agery in  his works. The kiss features prom inently  
in  Floris’s Feast o f  the gods from  c. 1555-1560 (fig. 12), in  w hich certain  gods 
forcibly encourage the ir fem ale com panions to im bibe while o ther scantily 
dressed couples share m utual physical pleasure.55 Viewers of Floris’s 
painting, like those of Paludanus’s alabaster, would have readily drawn an 
analogy betw een the image of kissing and Neo-Latin and vernacular verse, 
a pretext for inviting the viewer’s sexual involvement. W hat em erges is a 
new  erotic in  art and poetry th a t is purposely transgressive and poses a 
challenge to an established m oralizing tradition.
The em ergence of an  affective beholder w ho desires to possess the 
w ork of art in  place of an absen t beloved com es to the fore in  Lucas de 
Heere’s Den Flof en Boomgaerd der Poesien (The garden and  orchard o f  
poetry), published in  1565.513 In num erous poem s dedicated to the arts, De 
Heere, who was also an artist and a pupil of Floris, com m ends the ability 
of painters to create vivifying artifice.57 His sonnet dedicated to a pain ting  
by W illem  Key (1516-1568) stages a dialogue betw een two m en w ho extoll 
the beauty  of a reclining nude w om an.58 She at first appears asleep, stirring
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slightly, b u t one in terlocutor th en  sees her eyes are open. As they approach, 
neither experiences any sense of sham e (Van haer bi te com m en n iem ant 
van ons en scham e); only th en  do they realize she is a pain ting  by Key. 
Still, according to De Heere’s poetic im agination, they insist on its veracity: 
the pain ting  is so true to life (soo wel is gheschildert naer d’leuen). One 
of interlocutors even needs em pirical proof: ‘It is painted; feel it, give 
credence to your h an d ’.59 The beauty  of the nude draws them  in while Key’s 
artifice confounds the ir sensibilities betw een fiction and reality, pain t and 
flesh. A lthough De Heere draws on a neo-Petrarchan lyric trad ition  tha t 
celebrates the seductive pow er of art, his sonnet celebrating Key’s nude 
sim ulacrum  is anything b u t a routine literary exercise.
Jonckheere has rightly associated De H eere’s sonnet w ith  Key’s portrayal 
o f female nudes in  several of his works, including his m agnificent Susanna  
and  the elders (fig. 13), dated  1546 (Pom m ersfelden, Schloss W eissenstein), 
a pain ting  th a t appeals to various senses and artistic m edium s.60 One of 
the elders who spies on the nude Susanna grabs the chest of a m arble 
peeing putto, a fountain  ornam ent, while Susanna attem pts to cover one 
of her breasts. This gesture of m odesty m im ics the statue Venus púdica, 
thus invoking the paragone betw een Susanna’s pictorial beauty  (and the 
desire to possess it) and th a t of the ancien t m arble by Praxiteles.61 The
peeing putto, ubiquitous in  Renaissance art, can connote a range of verbal 
and visual puns, often bawdy, as well as ‘the liquid and seed-laden nature 
of prolific sem en’ as Patricia Simons suggests.62 ffere, voyeurism  slips into 
excessive fantasies coupled w ith  a yearning for physical em brace and 
ejaculatory release, perhaps alluding to the stain  on the Cnidian Venus. 
Key’s pain ting  seems to exemplify De ffeere’s prim ary thesis in  Den Hof, 
th a t pain ting’s sweet eloquence supplants poetry in  representing  universal 
experiences related to natu re  and the hum an  condition.63 The sam e can 
be said of Paludanus’s Aphrodite and  Eros, w hich may have served as a 
go-between, an object defining the effects of desire and m agnifying a 
passionate bond betw een lovers, spouses, and collectors alike.
E qually provocative and inviting the viewer’s involvem ent is Paludanus’s 
Sleeping nym ph  (c. 1560), w hich m easures 12.5 centim eters high (figs. 14, 
15).64 The highly popular image of the sleeping nym ph was frequently used 
in  different Renaissance contexts in  com bination w ith  such them es as lust, 
continence, fecundity, and inspiration.65 The adm onition  of silence was also 
a com m onplace in  Renaissance art and poetry, as w ith  the inscrip tion  in 
Lucas Cranach the Younger’s Nym ph o f  the foun ta in  (c. 1545-1550): FONTIS 
NYMPHA SACRI SOMNUM NE RUMPE QUIESCO (I am  the nym ph of the 
sacred spring. Do n o t disturb my sleep for I am  at rest) (fig. 16).66 The origins
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of such inscriptions can be traced to an epigram, supposedly ancient b u t in 
actuality a hum anist invention of the r470s, w hich was devoted to a sleeping 
nym ph th a t allegedly graced a fountain on the banks of the Danube. In 
Renaissance art and poetry  the sleeping nym ph stood as a tim eless artistic 
force whose ‘voice’ ostensibly repudiates the viewer’s in trusion and speech 
yet whose status as a beautiful object invites seduction.67
Paludanus also encourages the beholder to savor his alabaster in  silence 
in  order to spark the im agination and create a subjective narrative. Such 
an encounter is staged in  Sonet 2 of Van der Noot’s H et Bosken, w hich is a 
refashioning of Petrarch’s Una candida cerva sopra l’erba.bS The poet spies 
on a doe, an anim al sacred to the goddess Diana b u t also an em blem  of 
the poet’s object of desire, w ith  the stalking or hunting  of the creature 
analogous to am orous pursuit; Van der Noot writes: ‘A spotless h ind  I saw, 
w hite of color (Een hiende reyn sach ick w it van colure) (...) lying gracefully 
by a river pure’. The inscription ‘No m an m ay touch m e’ (N iem ant en roer 
my) is inscribed on the jew eled chain around her neck, and the poet vows to 
le t no brute harm  her, although he is com pelled to follow her, forsaking all 
else.69 The poet becom es obsessed w ith the object of his own creation: the 
loveliness of the doe/w om an stands as a m etaphor for his own enthralling
lyrics. In Sonet 5, moreover, Van der Noot judges the beauty  of a nym ph to 
rival th a t of Venus, and the loveliness of the flowering m eadow  in w hich 
she rests to surpass th a t of any painting or tapestry.70 Van der Noot therefore 
poses a challenge to artists to make a creature m ore desirable than  th a t of 
the poet, whose soul, a t first sight of the nym ph, ‘has p ined  for her love’ 
(Tsynts desen ty t queelt myn siele om  heur m inne).
It is w ithin such artistic and poetic contexts th a t Paludanus carved 
his alabaster sleeping nym ph, enabling it to be adm ired from m ultiple 
viewpoints. From above, the nude body of the nym ph, w hich rests on a bed, 
takes precedence, her face obscured. From the side, one notices the nym ph’s 
closed eyes, while the cloth under her seems to have ju s t been rem oved to 
reveal her body. It is only w hen studying the object from  the front th a t the 
m ask com es into full view, confronting the viewer and m aking one self- 
conscious of a voyeuristic gaze. In the absence of an inscription, the m ask 
before Paludanus’s sleeping nym ph lends to the overall psychology of the 
work. The m ask features as an ornam ent in  num erous Italian and French 
works of art: for example, in  M ichelangelo and Pontorm o’s Venus and  
Cupid, signaling, perhaps, th a t the love Venus offers is only a sim ulacrum  
or falsehood.71 Venus’s role in the Florentine pain ting  seems to com bine and 
contrast vernacular concepts of love w ith  those discussed by Lucretius in 
book 4 of his De rerum natura: sensations of sexual desire th a t drive people 
to visual and physical gluttony and eventual ruin. Lucretius states th a t 
Venus, m anifest as a bewildering and insatiable lust, m ocks w ounded lovers 
w ith  insubstantial images, m uch like a mirage, w hich scatters in  the w inds.72
A num ber of Renaissance hum anists, including Angelo Poliziano and 
Erasmus of Rotterdam, define the m ask (larva) as denoting an em pty fear 
or preoccupation th a t induces obsessive panic.73 Highly relevant is the 
satyr m ask below the figure of M ichelangelo’s Night in  the M edici Chapel 
(fig. 17). Paludanus’s nym ph holds poppies in  her hand, surely a quotation 
of the same opiate flower th a t induces sleep found under M ichelangelo’s 
personification.74 Charles Dempsey has dem onstrated th a t in the context 
of the M edici Chapel -  the burial space of the am bitious M edici dukes 
who died too young to fulfill their worldly aspirations -  the m ask denotes 
generically earthly and sensual obsessions doom ed to frustration.75 In 
Paludanus’s work, the m ask invokes erotic nightm ares: the narcotic slum ber 
of the nym ph brings forth nightm ares of sexual obsession and dom ination, 
of a soul possessed and anguished by erotic fantasies -  no t ju s t for the 
subject (the nym ph), b u t for the viewer as well. In his famous poem  Les 
daimons from the collection Les hymnes, published in  1555, Ronsard writes 
how tiny dem ons conceal them selves behind false masks: ‘under the m ask 
of illusory disguises (m asquez de vaines feintes), [they] fill hum an hearts 
w ith  the utm ost dread’.76 Demons are rarified airy spirits th a t nonetheless 
‘partake of the nature of bo th  God and hum an beings: of God in  th a t they 
are im m ortal, of hum ans in th a t they are filled w ith every passion’ (De toutes 
passions): desire, fear, love, and hate.77 The poet further explains th a t these 
dem ons could deceive and transform  them selves into m any things, like 
‘nym phs’ and ‘satyrs’: disguises th a t are visible to our im agination w hen we 
are m ost susceptible.78 Given the popularity of Ronsard’s poetry in  Flemish 
hum anistic circles, it follows th a t the m ask before Paludanus’s sleeping
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nym ph incites nym pholeptic terrors, or those sensual and sexual obsessions 
th a t to rm ent the viewer’s heart and assail one’s im agination. Paludanus 
gives his alabaster a ‘h idden reserve’ of allusive energy whose potential is 
released w hen images and texts are brought together in  the viewer’s m ind.79 
The yearning to touch and possess the sleeping nym ph, in the form  of a 
beautiful alabaster, can evolve into an insatiable desire.
Thoroughly poetic, Paludanus’s sculptures discussed above invite 
deliberation on the paradoxical nature of love and its som etim es 
m addening effects. The m edium  of alabaster, by aligning itself w ith  the 
vernacular body and inducing a sense of touch, helped condition a newly 
em erging experience for works of art in  the Netherlands. W hen analyzed 
together w ith the am orous conceits expressed by the leading lyric poets of 
his age, Paludanus’s alabasters seem  to court idolatry. In 1522 the Germ an 
iconoclast Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt adm itted his desirous 
addiction to images, the pull of the idol, realizing ‘how  firmly and deeply 
images are seated in  my heart’ and leading him  to call for the removal or 
destruction of images from churches.80 By contrast, Antwerp in  the second 
half of the sixteenth century celebrated the art object in  the secular arena as 
a vehicle to express and prom ote desire. In light of the onset of iconoclasm  
in 1566, the erotically them ed  works of Paludanus and his contem poraries 
becam e only m ore coveted and prized by hum anists and collectors for their 
rhetorical and sensual appeal.
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75 Dempsey 2001,220-231.
76 Ronsard 2002,147, Les daimons, verses 
75-76; and see Dempsey 2001,105-106, and 
126, for a discussion of Ronsard’s poem.
77 Ronsard 2002,149, Les daimons, verses 
u3-n6.
78 Ronsard 2002,155, Les daimons, verses 
251-253.
79 Such a process of allusion as it operates in
classical literature is described by Conte 
1986,33.
80 Quoted in Smith 2004.
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